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The Washington Cattlemen's Association (WCA) would like to respond to USDA’s request for 
input regarding the National Animal Identification System (NAIS) and the Draft Strategic Plan 
and Draft Program Standards documents released on April 25, 2005.  We have been closely 
following the development of the NAIS and have been working with the Northwest Pilot Project 
(NWPP) to ensure that issues unique to our region (e.g. larger average herd numbers, higher 
numbers of Canadian cattle imports, greater dependence on public lands, etc.) are considered and 
accounted for as the NAIS is implemented. 
 
There are several major issues that the WCA and our membership of over 1525 producers have 
concerning: 
 

� Incorporation of hot iron brands and group lot identification into the NAIS:  The 
WCA would like to see group lot identification using hot iron brands included into the 
NAIS on a broader scale than current provisions in the Draft Program Standards 
currently allow.  In our region, the hot iron brand is a very economical and effective 
means of identifying cattle.  It is very common here for animals to be moved, handled, 
and sold in groups.  While we recognize that group lot identification will not work in all 
situations, for many ranchers, where there is a lack of handling facilities on the extensive 
range operations they run on, group lot identification is the only way the NAIS will 
work.  Several major cattle operations in Washington State have expressed concerns that 
they will not be able to meet the requirements of the NAIS if the group lot hot iron brand 
is not included as an acceptable means of identifying cattle at least in some specific 
production scenarios and at particular levels of the production chain.  For these 
producers, group lot identification mirrors the existing flow of commerce and how these 
types of producers currently conduct business.   

 
 The WCA believes that group lot identification is a sufficient form of identification for 
 cattle through the first term of ownership, typically at the cow/calf level.  This method of  
 identification is currently be tested by the Northwest Pilot Program (NWPP).  Through a  
 multitude of field trials, the NWPP is having good results and is able to provide real time 
 data to show the effectiveness and ability to trace cattle with hot iron group lot 
 identification before those animals are commingled at the second tier in the productions  
 chain (e.g. livestock markets, feedlots, etc.).  Further, brand inspection documentation 



 offers additional information that could be a valuable supplement to the NAIS in helping 
 to account for the history of animals identified as a group lot.  
 
 We cannot emphasize enough that the group lot identification method will quite possibly 
 be the only effective means of identification for cattlemen that graze on large public land 
 allotments where several different operators run their cattle in common for all or for a 
 portion of the grazing season.  The group lot concept will work in this situation because 
 the same ranchers use the allotments each year.  Any commingling would be a planned, 
 known combining of animals.  Thus, the group lot concept would still be able to be used, 
 as long as each ranch removes the same lot that they put into a planned commingle in that 
 grazing allotment.    We recognize, however, that the group lot identification will only 
 work as long as the group remains intact and where the requirements of 48-hour 
 traceback can still be met.   Individual identification of group lot animals may become 
 necessary when they enter a livestock market or feedlot further up the production chain. 
 

� Creation of an NAIS that is flexible and mirrors the natural flow of commerce:  The 
WCA feels that there is a direct correlation between the flexibility of the NAIS and the 
ease of its adoption by the industry, based on our experience with the NWPP.  Through 
the project, we have seen that having a flexible system does not necessarily compromise 
the ability to capture the information required for 48-hour traceback in the event of an 
animal health emergency.  The most efficient way for the NAIS to mirror the natural 
flow of commerce, and thus increase the speed of it’s adoption and minimize the costs of 
implementation, is for the industry to create, manage, and implement the database of the 
NAIS.  We believe that the industry can accomplish all of these goals while 
simultaneously providing government animal health officials with the critical 
information they need to quickly trace and manage animal health events.   

 
� Development and management of the NAIS database by the industry:  As 

mentioned previously, the WCA feels that the animal tracking database for the NAIS 
must be developed by the industry.  The impact of the NAIS currently being developed 
by the USDA will be more directly felt by the industry than any other stakeholder 
engaged in the process.  Therefore, the industry should control the system since the 
largest impact, both good and bad, will be borne by the industry.  It is critical that the 
database is created and supported by all segments of the cattle industry as well as other 
species. In agreement with the comments submitted by the NWPP, the WCA feels that 
the NAIS database should be developed, managed, and maintained by a neutral, 
industry-driven, private, non-profit consortium.  It is critically important that the NAIS is 
developed in a way that will encourage industry participation while simultaneously 
providing animal health authorities with the information they require for disease tracing 
purposes.  We feel that an industry-led database provides the best opportunity to meet 
these goals while also creating a system that has the ability to enlist the most efficient 
technologies available and can readily evolve as the industry changes.  An industry 
database also provides additional protection for keeping the information submitted by 
producers as part of the NAIS confidential and outside of the public domain.   

 



� Implementation of the NAIS on a more aggressive time schedule than proposed in 
the Draft Strategic Plan:  Generally, we feel that the timelines the USDA has proposed 
for NAIS implementation are adequate.  In order for the U.S. cattle industry to remain 
competitive in the global beef market and to meet the demands of domestic and foreign 
consumers alike, we must implement a workable NAIS.  Each year that we wait is 
another year our customers will look to other suppliers that can provide the beef 
products that meet their demands.  As foreign markets for beef consider reopening their 
borders since the discovery of BSE in North America, our efforts to regain a significant 
portion of our global market share will be hampered because of the lack of national 
animal tracking program in the U.S.     

 
 We have seen a dramatic transition in the attitudes of producers in this region regarding 
 the NAIS over the last year.  As the industry has become more informed about 
 identification issues and market pressures, producers realize that in order for the U.S. 
 cattle industry to maintain our competitive edge in the global marketplace, the NAIS 
 must be initiated within a very aggressive time frame.  We believe that an industry-led 
 database will allow for more rapid adoption of the NAIS and a broader implementation 
 of the program across the industry, thereby helping the U.S. remain as a major player in 
 the world beef market, while at the same time, protecting animal health at an 
 unprecedented level in our country. 
 
 
The WCA appreciates the opportunity to submit these comments regarding the NAIS, as we 
recognize the difficulty of the decisions that USDA and the cattle industry must make 
regarding the implementation of this system.  We would also encourage USDA to refer to 
the more extensive comments submitted by the Northwest Pilot Project (NWPP) for 
additional supporting information regarding the points we have raised above. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Jack Field, Executive Vice President 
Washington Cattlemen's Association 
 
 
 
 


